Significance Statement {#s1}
======================

Difficulty understanding speech amid competing talkers is the most common audiological complaint. However, the brain mechanisms that support our ability to selectively attend to a target speech source in a mixture are poorly understood. Here, we use electroencephalography (EEG) to systematically map the relationships between features of input speech and those of neural responses, when speech is attended versus ignored. We show that EEG rhythms in different canonical frequency bands, including the γ band, preferentially track fluctuations in attended speech over ignored speech. However, the strength and pattern of attention effects also show individual differences. These results can inform computational models of selective attention and assistive listening devices such as EEG-guided hearing aids.

Introduction {#s2}
============

Most of us take for granted our ability to understand speech amid the cacophony we encounter every day ([@B8]), an ability that is unparalleled by machine algorithms ([@B41]). However, 3--5% of children and approximately one in five adults find communicating in noisy social situations extremely challenging ([@B7]; [@B39]), including some listeners who have clinically normal or near-normal thresholds ([@B37]). The brain mechanisms that support this auditory "selective attention" process are poorly understood. Identifying correlates of how speech is represented in the brain during selective attention would give us insight into the mechanisms of this process, and how it fails in different clinical populations. Here, we use electroencephalography (EEG) to probe how attended and ignored speech streams in a sound mixture are represented in the brain. Specifically, our goal was to characterize which acoustic features of the speech streams are related to which features of the EEG response, and how such relationships differ for attended and ignored streams.

Neurophysiological experiments using EEG and MEG (magnetoencephalography) show that brain rhythms are intimately associated with sensory processing ([@B4]). Electrophysiological studies and computational models suggest that gamma rhythms (30--90 Hz) support the formation of cell assemblies ([@B5]). Such assemblies likely mediate stimulus competition and attentional selection of task-relevant representations ([@B3]). In contrast, delta (1--3 Hz) and theta (3--7 Hz) oscillations may reflect synchronous interactions between assemblies ([@B64]). Strikingly, speech also has spectro-temporal features that are quasiperiodic over similar time scales. Perceptually, the energy envelopes of different frequencies spanning the hearing range carry important information about speech content ([@B54]; [@B17]). Importantly, the time scales of phonemic, syllabic, and phrase/sentence level rhythmic fluctuations in speech parallel the EEG gamma, theta, and delta, frequencies, respectively. This has led researchers to speculate that the canonical cortical network oscillations are involved in the processing of speech sounds ([@B25]; [@B15]). For speech in isolation, brain oscillations phase lock to the speech fluctuations, or more precisely, the fluctuations conveyed at the output of cochlear processing of speech sounds ([@B24]; [@B32]). It has been suggested that the temporal match between inherent cortical network oscillations and the natural fluctuations in communication sounds may help the listener parse input speech ([@B42]; [@B23]; [@B32]).

Fundamental to our understanding of everyday communication is the question of how the neural computations generating brain oscillations relate to the perceptual processes of scene segregation and attentional selection ([@B55]). EEG/MEG studies show that when a mixture of speech sources is presented, low-frequency cortical responses (matching canonical delta and theta bands) preferentially track the temporal envelopes of attended speech compared to simultaneously presented ignored speech ([@B10]; [@B47]). Similarly, electrocorticography (ECoG) studies show that the power of brain oscillations in the high-gamma (70--150 Hz) band preferentially phase locks to attended speech more than ignored speech ([@B43]; [@B28]). While non-invasive studies have focused on low-frequency portions of the EEG, invasive studies have focused on the high-frequency bands. To the best of our knowledge, no non-invasive studies to date have reported how the full complement of canonical brain oscillations track speech sounds in a mixture of competing sources, when attention is selectively directed to one source stream.

Here, we systematically study how brain oscillations in each of the canonical frequency bands are related to speech fluctuations, comparing when the speech is attended versus when it is ignored. Specifically, we analyze EEG data recorded during a realistic selective attention task, and replicate previous findings that low-frequency EEG bands (in the delta and theta range) show enhanced synchrony with a speech stream when it is attended compared to when it is ignored. In addition, we find that the envelope of the low-gamma EEG band also shows enhanced synchrony with the target speech. Finally, we observe individual differences in the strength and pattern of attention effects. We discuss the implications of our findings for basic neuroscience, and their potential for informing brain-computer interface (BCI) applications such as EEG-guided hearing aids ([@B22]; [@B20]; [@B48]; [@B62]).

Materials and Methods {#s3}
=====================

Participants {#s3A}
------------

Data were collected from twelve human subjects (six female), aged 23--41 years, recruited from the Boston University community. All subjects had pure-tone hearing thresholds better than 20-dB hearing level (HL) in both ears at standard audiometric frequencies between 250 Hz and 8 kHz. Subjects provided informed consent in accordance with protocols established at Boston University. Of the twelve subjects who participated, data from two were excluded from analysis for reasons described below.

Experimental design {#s3B}
-------------------

In each listening block, two running speech streams (narrated whole stories), one spoken by a male and the other by a female (from one of "The Moth" storytelling events, New York), were presented simultaneously to the subject. The stories were each lateralized using interaural time delays (ITDs). The root-mean-square intensities of the male and female speech streams were equalized dynamically using a sliding window of length 2 s. A total of four stories were used in the experiment. Each subject performed four blocks; at the beginning of each block, subjects were verbally instructed to attend to one of the two talkers throughout that block. Subjects were also asked to stay still with their eyes blinking naturally during the experiment; however, their eye gaze was not restricted. EEG was measured simultaneously with the behavioral task in each block. The individual stories were ∼9--12 min long; thus, the blocks were also 9--12 min long each.

At the end of each block, subjects were given a quiz on the attended story. If a subject answered at least 90% of the quiz questions correctly, they passed the quiz. Based on the responses to the quiz, one subject was excluded due to their inability to accurately recall details of the attended story. All of the remaining eleven subjects were able to recount details of the attended story accurately, and reported being largely unaware of the details of the other (ignored) story.

All the subjects were presented with the same set of speech stories. However, which story was attended in a given block was varied randomly across listeners, with the constraint that each listener heard every story once when it was to be ignored and once when it was to be attended. This design allowed us to directly compare attended and ignored conditions for the same acoustic input to the subject. Furthermore, the two presentations of each speech story (once when the story was to be attended, and the other when it was to be ignored) were separated by at least one block for every subject.

Data acquisition {#s3C}
----------------

A personal desktop computer controlled all aspects of the experiment, including triggering sound delivery and storing data. Special-purpose sound-control hardware (System 3 real-time signal processing system, including digital-to-analog conversion and amplification; Tucker Davis Technologies) presented audio through insert earphones (ER-1; Etymotic) coupled to foam ear tips. The earphones were custom shielded using a combination of metallic tape and metal techflex to attenuate electromagnetic artifacts. The absence of measurable electromagnetic artifact was verified by running intense click stimuli through the transducers with the transducers positioned in the same location relative to the EEG cap as actual measurements, but with foam tips left outside the ear. All audio signals were digitized at a sampling rate of 24.414 kHz. The EEG signals were recorded at a sampling rate of 2.048 kHz using a BioSemi ActiveTwo system. Recordings were done with 32 cephalic electrodes, additional electrodes on the earlobes, and a bipolar pair of electrodes adjacent to the outer left and right canthi to measure saccadic eye movements.

Data preprocessing {#s3D}
------------------

The EEG signals were re-referenced to the average of all the channels. The signal-space projection method was used to construct spatial filters to remove eye blink and saccade artifacts ([@B61]). The broadband EEG was then bandpass filtered between 1 and 120 Hz for further analysis. For computing associations between speech and EEG, the EEG data were segmented into 5-s-long epochs. Epochs with movement artifacts were identified as those with a peak-to-peak swing that exceeded twenty median absolute deviations compared to the median epoch. All such epochs were rejected to eliminate movement artifacts. Of the eleven subjects who successfully passed our behavioral screening, one subject was excluded because \>20% of their EEG data were contaminated by movement artifacts. The data from the remaining ten subjects were used in all further analyses.

Estimating speech-EEG associations {#s3E}
----------------------------------

Our goal was to understand the relationships between features of input speech and EEG responses, and how these relationships vary depending on whether speech is attended to or ignored. For the speech features, we considered envelope fluctuations in ten different frequency bands. For the EEG features, we considered different EEG bands corresponding to the canonical cortical rhythms, and different scalp locations of the 32-channel EEG recording. The rationale for the choice of these speech and EEG features, along with the procedure for extracting them are described below.

The auditory periphery can be approximated as a filter bank that decomposes speech into different frequency bands; the envelope at the output of each cochlear filter is conveyed to the brain by auditory-nerve fibers tuned to the corresponding frequency band ([@B34]; [@B58]). We used a bank of ten gammatone filters that mimic cochlear frequency selectivity ([@B56]), with center frequencies spanning 100--8533 Hz. The filters were spaced roughly logarithmically, such that their center frequencies had best places that are spaced uniformly along the length of the cochlea according to an established place-frequency map ([@B31]). The amplitude envelope at the output of each filter, extracted using the Hilbert transform, was treated as a distinct speech feature. For the speech signals used in our experiment, the envelopes at the different filters were not strongly correlated. In analyzing the speech envelopes extracted from different bands, we found that the variance explained in the envelope of one band by any other band was ∼8% or less (estimated by calculating squared coherence between speech envelopes). This suggests that the speech envelopes in the ten different cochlear bands provide somewhat complementary speech information.

Previous EEG/MEG studies show that cortical responses to speech mixtures preferentially track the spectro-temporal features of the attended speech during selective listening ([@B10]; [@B47]). Specifically, the low-frequency speech envelope elicits phase-locked EEG responses at corresponding frequencies (delta band: 1--3 Hz, and theta band: 3--7 Hz). Furthermore, ECoG studies show that the slowly varying envelopes of high-frequency neural responses (high-gamma band: \>70 Hz) also track the attended speech ([@B43]; [@B28]). Thus, we systematically studied the relationship between speech and the corresponding neural responses by decomposing the EEG signal from each of the 32 channels into six canonical frequency bands (delta: 1--3 Hz, theta: 3--7 Hz, alpha: 7--15 Hz, beta: 13--30 Hz, low-gamma: 30--70 Hz, and high-gamma: 70--120 Hz; [@B4]). In the delta, theta, alpha, and beta bands, the filtered EEG signal was treated as a feature. On the other hand, for the higher-frequency gamma bands, we were motivated by the results from the ECoG studies to extract and use the amplitude envelopes in those bands instead (discarding phase information). For the alpha and beta bands, we considered the amplitude envelopes of those bands as additional features separately from the filtered EEG. This choice was motivated by the finding that alpha power fluctuates coherently with the attended stimulus ([@B66]), and that beta-band power fluctuates in a task-specific way across many cognitive and motor tasks ([@B18]). To extract the envelopes of the alpha, beta, low-gamma, and high-gamma bands, we used the Hilbert transform. Overall, a total of 256 EEG features were considered: the filtered EEG in the delta, theta, alpha, and beta bands, and the envelopes of alpha, beta, low-gamma, and high-gamma bands, across the 32 EEG channels. Throughout this report, we will use the term EEG bands to denote the EEG signals or envelope signals in different frequency bands. Thus, the analyzed EEG bands consist of the delta, theta, alpha, and beta bands, and the amplitude envelopes of alpha, beta, low-gamma, and high-gamma bands.

Spectral coherence (also simply referred to as coherence) was chosen as the measure of statistical dependence between the speech and EEG signals. High coherence indicates a consistent phase relationship between signals ([@B33]; [@B60]; [@B13]). Moreover, when artifactual trials are excluded, spectral coherence is likely to be more sensitive than the phase-locking value ([@B38]), as coherence computation assigns greater weights to trials with larger signal amplitude ([@B14]). A multi-taper approach (with five tapers, resulting in a frequency resolution of 1.2 Hz) was used to estimate the spectral coherence between each speech and EEG feature from the 5-s-long epochs segmented from the raw EEG data ([@B57]; [@B60]). A total of 108 epochs were used in the computation of each coherence spectrum. The multi-taper estimate minimizes spectral leakage (i.e., reduces mixing of information between far-away frequencies) for any given spectral resolution, and is calculated from the Fourier representations of two signals *X*(*f*) and *Y*(*f*) as follows:$${C_{XY}(f) = \frac{S_{XY}(f)}{\sqrt{S_{XX}(f)S_{YY}(f)}}},$$where$${S_{XY}(f) = \frac{1}{K_{tapers}N_{epochs}}{\sum\limits_{k = 1}^{K_{tapers}}\left| {{\sum\limits_{n = 1}^{N_{epochs}}X_{kn}}(f)Y_{kn}^{*}(f)} \right|}},$$ $${S_{XX}(f) = \frac{1}{K_{tapers}N_{epochs}}{\sum\limits_{k = 1}^{K_{tapers}}\left| {{\sum\limits_{n = 1}^{N_{epochs}}X_{kn}}(f)X_{kn}^{*}(f)} \right|}},$$ $${S_{YY}(f) = \frac{1}{K_{tapers}N_{epochs}}{\sum\limits_{k = 1}^{K_{tapers}}\left| {{\sum\limits_{n = 1}^{N_{epochs}}Y_{kn}}(f)Y_{kn}^{*}(f)} \right|}}.$$

For each pair of speech and EEG features, a single measure of coherence was obtained by averaging the coherence spectrum obtained via the multi-taper estimation procedure as follows: For the regular coherence in the delta, theta, alpha, and beta bands, the coherence values were averaged over the canonical frequency ranges of the respective bands (i.e., 1--3 Hz for delta, 3--7 Hz for theta, 7--15 Hz for alpha, and 13--30 Hz for beta). For the envelope coherences of the alpha, beta, low-gamma, and high-gamma bands, the averaging was performed over envelope frequencies of 1--7 Hz (corresponding to the frequency range at which previous studies report phase locking between the speech envelope and the envelope of the neural response in the gamma band; [@B32]). [Figure 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"} summarizes the steps used to extract speech and EEG features, and to estimate the coherence between them.

![Illustration of the steps used to extract speech and EEG features and to estimate the association between them. The speech signal is passed through a gammatone filter bank simulating cochlear processing, and the envelope at the output of each filter (i.e., the envelope of each speech band) is extracted as a speech feature. Similarly, different bands of the EEG and different sensor channels together form the different EEG features. For the lower-frequency bands (delta and theta), the EEG signals are used as is. For the alpha and beta bands, both the signals in those bands, and their envelopes are extracted as separate features. For the higher-frequency gamma bands, only the envelopes of the EEG signals in those bands are considered. These EEG features are then compared with the speech features using spectral coherence.](enu9991930910001){#F1}

In this way, we characterized the relationships between different features of input speech (i.e., the speech envelopes in different cochlear bands) and different features of the EEG response (each of which corresponds to a specific EEG band and channel). In particular, we characterized these relationships in an attention-specific manner, i.e., both when the input speech was attended and also when it was ignored. This allowed us to examine the effects of attention on the speech-EEG relationships separately in different EEG bands, different scalp locations, and different speech bands, and also to characterize individual differences in the attentional enhancement of speech-EEG associations. Further methodological details are presented alongside each result description as needed.

Visualizing individual subject results as a network graph {#s3F}
---------------------------------------------------------

The full set of speech-EEG relationships is a high-dimensional data set (with EEG bands, scalp channels, and speech bands constituting the different dimensions) that can be conceived of as a network. In many domains, bipartite graphs have been successfully used to represent and characterize the complex pattern of associations between two types of variables ("nodes") in a relational network \[e.g., group-member relationships in a social network ([@B65]), genotype-phenotype relationships in a biological network ([@B26]), etc.\]. To visualize the relationships between all pairs of speech and EEG features simultaneously in each individual subject, we constructed bipartite graphs with the ten speech features forming the nodes in one partition, and the 256 EEG features (32 scalp locations × eight EEG bands) forming the nodes in the other. An edge (i.e., connection) between a speech feature and an EEG feature in our bipartite graph construction signifies a statistical dependence between them, such as a significant coherence value. We constructed separate attended and ignored graphs for each individual subject in our study using the following procedure. First, the speech-EEG coherences for each subject were averaged across all speech stories for the attended and ignored conditions separately. Next, edges were drawn between those pairs of speech-EEG features whose coherence values met a particular threshold. The resulting graph representations of speech-EEG relationships were visualized to qualitatively compare the two attention conditions and different individuals. To quantitatively compare attended and ignored graphs, we computed the average difference in the number of graph edges between the attended and ignored conditions, for different coherence thresholds. The results were compared with permutation-based null distributions to obtain *p* values, as described in Statistical analysis.

The bipartite graph formulation also has the advantage that the complex set of dependencies between speech and EEG, and how those dependencies are modulated by attention, can be summarized using rigorous metrics developed in network science. Accordingly, we take advantage of network summary measures that use the entire network structure to find those speech and EEG features that best capture attentional focus in an individual-specific manner. This is done with the view of informing attention-decoding applications as to which EEG and stimulus features may provide the best decoding performance at the individual level. For this, we first computed the differential ("attended--ignored") coherence for each speech-EEG pair for each individual subject (but averaged across speech stories). For each individual, the full set of speech and EEG features and their associated differential coherences can be represented as a weighted "differential" speech-EEG bipartite graph, with the differential coherence associated with each speech-EEG pair forming the edge weight for that pair. Note that this weighted graph representation of the differential coherences contrasts with the unweighted graph representations for the attended and ignored conditions that were described previously. For the attended and ignored graphs, we had used a coherence threshold to define an edge. On the other hand, to obtain the differential graphs, we did not use any thresholding procedure. Instead, the differential coherence values across all speech-EEG feature pairs were retained, and used to define graph edge weights. Finally, to find those speech and EEG features that are the most informative about an individual's attentional focus, we computed the eigenvector-based graph centrality measure for each speech and EEG feature in every individual's differential graph. For a discussion on the notion of network centrality, and how it may be computed in bipartite graphs to identify the most informative nodes in the network, see [@B19].

Statistical analysis {#s3G}
--------------------

The primary question that this study is concerned with is whether the neural representation of speech is modulated by attention. For this, the null hypothesis is that attention does not alter speech-EEG relationships. We used a non-parametric within-subjects randomization procedure to perform statistical inference against this null hypothesis. This procedure was applied to two separate analyses, as described below.

For the analysis performed to characterize which EEG bands show attention-dependent changes in coherence with speech (results in [Fig. 3*A*](#F3){ref-type="fig"}), the specific null is that the speech-EEG coherence in each of the EEG bands is the same on average for the attended and ignored conditions. Thus, under the null hypothesis, the attended and ignored conditions are equivalent and the labels "attended" and "ignored" can be swapped randomly to generate examples of coherence differences that would be observed under the null hypothesis. Note that our experimental design of randomly assigning which of the two stories in each block is attended provides the necessary exchangeability criterion, justifying the permutation procedure ([@B45]). That is, every permutation of the order in which the stimuli and attention conditions occurred was equally likely to occur during data acquisition. Thus, under the null hypothesis, the condition labels corresponding to the measurements can be randomly permuted. To generate a single realization from the null distribution, a random sign was assigned to the coherence difference between the attended and ignored conditions for each subject and speech story, then the results were averaged across subjects and stories. This procedure was repeated with 500,000 distinct randomizations to generate the full null distribution for the average coherence difference. A separate null distribution was generated for each of the eight EEG bands using band-specific data. For each band, the corresponding null distribution was used to assign a *p* value to the observed average coherence difference obtained with the correct labels. Finally, to correct for multiple comparisons across the eight EEG bands, the conservative Bonferroni procedure was used. In addition to being used to obtain *p* values, the null distributions were also used to express each individual's coherence-difference values as a *z*-score, which provided an easy-to-interpret quantification of effect sizes. We used a similar permutation procedure to generate noise floors for computing the *z*-scores shown in [Figure 3*B*,*C*](#F3){ref-type="fig"}, and in the differential scalp map of [Figure 4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}. A separate noise floor was generated for each speech band in [Figure 3*B*](#F3){ref-type="fig"}, for each pixel (corresponding to a distinct speech band and EEG band) in [Figure 3*C*](#F3){ref-type="fig"}, and for each electrode in [Figure 4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}.

For the analysis on the number of edges in the graph representation of speech-EEG coherence ([Fig. 7](#F7){ref-type="fig"}), a similar permutation procedure was used. Here, the specific null hypothesis is that the graph has the same number of edges in the attended and ignored conditions on average. Thus, for each subject, a random sign was assigned to the difference in the number of edges between the attended and ignored conditions, then the result was averaged over subjects. This randomization procedure was repeated 500,000 times to generate the full null distribution. A separate null distribution was generated for each of the coherence thresholds shown in [Figure 7](#F7){ref-type="fig"}. The observed average differences in the number of edges between the correctly labeled attended and ignored conditions were then compared to the corresponding null distributions to assign *p* values.

The noise floor parameters used for computing the *z*-scores shown in the attended and ignored scalp maps of [Figure 4](#F4){ref-type="fig"} were theoretically derived. This was done by using the mean and variance expressions for multi-taper coherence estimates provided in [@B2], and adjusting the variance parameter to account for pooling across EEG frequencies and speech bands.

Software accessibility {#s3H}
----------------------

Stimulus presentation was controlled using custom MATLAB (The MathWorks, Inc.) routines. EEG data preprocessing was performed using the open-source software tools MNE-Python ([@B29], [@B30]) and SNAPsoftware ([@B1]). All further analyses were performed using custom software in Python (Python Software Foundation; [www.python.org](http://www.python.org)). Network visualizations were created using the SAND package ([@B35]) in R (R Core Team; [www.R-project.org](http://www.R-project.org)). Copies of all custom code can be obtained from the authors.

Results {#s4}
=======

[Figure 2](#F2){ref-type="fig"} shows magnitude squared coherence spectra (averaged over subjects and speech stories) for two example speech-EEG pairings: the envelope of the 1014-Hz speech band and the low-frequency EEG in sensor C3 ([Fig. 2*A*](#F2){ref-type="fig"}), and the envelope of the 3733-Hz speech band and the envelope of the low-gamma EEG band in sensor CP1 ([Fig. 2*B*)](#F2){ref-type="fig"}. The coherence in the attended condition is greater than that in the ignored condition in the 2- to 5-Hz frequency range (overlapping with the delta and theta bands) for the example in [Figure 2*A*](#F2){ref-type="fig"}. The slow envelopes of the low-gamma band also preferentially track attended speech in the 2- to 5-Hz frequency range ([Fig. 2*B*)](#F2){ref-type="fig"}.

![Illustration of the effect of attention on the average speech-EEG magnitude squared coherence spectra, for (***A***) the envelope of the 1014-Hz speech band, and the low-frequency portions (overlapping with the delta and theta bands) of EEG channel C3, and for (***B***) the envelope of the 3733-Hz speech band, and the envelope of the low-gamma band of EEG channel CP1. Note that the *y*-axis ranges differ between ***A*** and ***B***. The shaded regions indicate values within 1 SEM. The delta-band and theta-band EEG responses (***A***), and the low-gamma-band EEG envelope fluctuations (***B***), selectively track features of the attended speech over the ignored speech.](enu9991930910002){#F2}

As described above in Materials and Methods, Estimating speech-EEG associations, the coherence spectrum for each pair of speech-EEG features was averaged across frequencies to obtain a single coherence value for that feature pair; this was done separately for the attended and ignored conditions. One key question we wished to answer was which EEG bands showed the greatest attention effects. To address this question, we averaged the differential coherences (attended--ignored) for each EEG band across all speech bands and across the 32 EEG channels. The results obtained from this analysis are shown in [Figure 3*A*](#F3){ref-type="fig"}. For each EEG band, we statistically tested whether the coherence increase in the attended condition was significant using the permutation procedure described previously. To correct for multiple comparisons across the eight EEG bands that were considered, we used a Bonferroni correction with a familywise error rate of 0.05. Thus, for each of the eight tests, only *p* \< 0.05/8 were considered to be statistically significant. Based on the statistical tests, we find that both delta and theta bands of the EEG show greater coherence with a speech stream when that stream is attended compared to when it is ignored (i.e., a positive attended--ignored difference). This replicates previously reported results ([@B10]; [@B47]). Aside from the attention-dependent increase in low-frequency coherence, we also observe that the envelope of the low-gamma band shows greater coherence to speech in the attended condition. The preferential synchrony of gamma-band envelopes with attended speech has previously been reported only in invasive recordings ([@B43]; [@B28]). For speech in isolation, some non-invasive studies have found gamma-band envelopes to be synchronous with input speech ([@B32]); however, to the best of our knowledge an attention-dependent increase of this coherence has previously not been reported with non-invasive recordings.

![Differential effects of attention on speech-EEG coherences in different EEG bands (***A***), different speech bands (***B***), and the full matrix of EEG bands versus speech bands (***C***). ***A***, Differential (attended--ignored) coherence averaged across speech bands and EEG channels (shown as a *z*-score) for each of the EEG bands. Uncorrected *p* values obtained from the permutation test are displayed for the different EEG bands. When a Bonferroni-corrected *p* value threshold of 0.05/8 = 0.006 is applied to each band, we find that the delta and theta bands show significantly higher coherence with speech when it is attended compared to when it is ignored. In addition, we also find that the envelope of the low-gamma band shows greater coherence with attended versus ignored speech. ***B***, Differential coherence averaged across all EEG bands and EEG channels (shown as a *z*-score) for each input speech band. The strongest attention effects appear to occur in the 0.5- to 3-kHz range, which contains spectro-temporal speech features (formants and formant transitions) that convey many vowel and certain consonant cues, and is also the range thought to be the most important for speech intelligibility. In panel ***C***, the differential coherence averaged across EEG channels is shown as a *z*-score for each EEG band and speech band for completeness. While the 0.5- to 3-kHz speech frequency range shows hot spots in the delta, theta, and low-gamma EEG bands, the lower-frequency speech bands (e.g., 200 Hz) show a hot spot only in the theta range corresponding to the syllabic rate. This could be because the pitch conveyed by the resolved harmonics of the syllabic voicing may be an important cue based on which attention is directed. In all three panels, *z*-scores shown are averaged across speech stories and individual subjects, with error bars representing the SE.](enu9991930910003){#F3}

In addition to identifying the EEG bands that showed the greatest attention effects, we were also interested in characterizing which speech bands contribute most to attention-dependent increases in coherence. To address this question, we averaged the differential coherences for each speech band across the 32 scalp locations and across all EEG bands. This yielded a profile of attention-dependent increases in coherence across the ten different speech bands. The results are shown in [Figure 3*B*](#F3){ref-type="fig"}. The strongest attention effects appear to occur in the 0.5- to 3-kHz range, which contains spectro-temporal speech features (formants and formant transitions) that convey many vowel and certain consonant cues ([@B27]), and is also the range thought to be the most important for speech intelligibility ([@B36]).

To examine whether the attention effects for different speech bands varied with the EEG bands that they were paired with, we visualized the differential coherence for the full matrix of speech bands versus EEG bands, averaged across EEG channels. The results are shown in [Figure 3*C*](#F3){ref-type="fig"}. While the 0.5- to 3-kHz speech frequency range shows hot spots in the delta, theta, and low-gamma EEG bands, the lower-frequency speech bands (e.g., 200 Hz) show a hot spot only in the theta range corresponding to the syllabic rate. This could be because the pitch conveyed by the resolved harmonics of the syllabic voicing may be an important cue based on which attention is directed.

We also wished to find the EEG scalp locations that show the greatest coherence and attention effects. To address this question, we averaged the coherence values across the ten speech bands, and the delta, theta, and low-gamma EEG bands (i.e., the bands showing significant attention effects in [Fig. 3*A*)](#F3){ref-type="fig"}. The results are plotted as a topographic map of coherence values (i.e., one value for each of the 32 scalp locations) for the attended, ignored, and differential conditions, respectively, in [Figure 4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}. The spatial profiles are hard to distinguish between the attended and ignored maps; however, note that the coherences are larger in the attended condition than the ignored, on an absolute scale. The differential map quantifies these differences across the scalp. Temporal-parietal regions appear to show the largest coherence differences between the attended and ignored conditions; however, this pattern is not symmetric between the hemispheres. This result is consistent with previous studies that found that areas such as the superior temporal gyrus and the inferior parietal lobule contribute to attention effects ([@B28]). In addition to plotting scalp maps averaged across EEG bands, we also looked at band-specific scalp maps for the differential condition. However, the spatial patterns in those maps were not easily interpretable, and are hence not shown here. Because we only used 32 channels, a detailed exploration of which brain sources contribute to the observed differential coherences cannot be done with our data. This should be a focus of future studies.

![Scalp maps showing the average coherence (shown as a *z*-score) at each of the different EEG electrodes in the attended, ignored, and differential conditions. To obtain the scalp maps, the speech-EEG coherence values were averaged across the delta, theta, and low-gamma EEG bands (i.e., the bands showing significant attention effects in [Fig. 3*A*](#F3){ref-type="fig"}), and all speech bands, and expressed as a *z*-score. The intensity shown at each electrode is the mean of the *z*-score across speech stories and individual subjects. Note that the scalp maps are scaled to their respective minimum and maximum *z*-score values, so as to best show the spatial patterns. The spatial profiles are hard to distinguish between the attended and ignored maps; however, note that the coherences are larger in the attended condition than the ignored, on an absolute scale. The differential map shown in the right column quantifies these differences across the scalp. Temporal-parietal regions appear to show the largest coherence differences between the attended and ignored conditions; however, this pattern is not symmetric between the hemispheres.](enu9991930910004){#F4}

The results shown so far were mainly concerned with attention-dependent coherences averaged across different sets of speech and EEG features (i.e., across speech bands, and/or EEG bands, and/or scalp locations). In addition to this, we also constructed speech-EEG bipartite graphs for each individual to examine the full set of coherence values corresponding to all pairs of speech-EEG features simultaneously. [Figure 5](#F5){ref-type="fig"} shows attended and ignored graphs (averaged over speech stories) for all individual subjects in our study. In this figure, each square denotes a speech feature, and each circle denotes an EEG feature. An edge is shown connecting a pair of speech-EEG features if the coherence between them meets a certain threshold. Here, a coherence threshold of 3 SDs from the average coherence (pooled across attended and ignored conditions) is arbitrarily chosen, and only edges whose coherence meets that threshold are shown. One pattern that is immediately apparent from [Figure 5](#F5){ref-type="fig"} is that there are many more edges in the attended condition than in the ignored condition for eight of the ten subjects in this study. This suggests that a larger number of speech-EEG feature pairs become coherent when the speech is attended. Also apparent from [Figure 5](#F5){ref-type="fig"} is the fact that the graph structure is variable across subjects. This means that the particular speech-EEG feature pairs that show the greatest coherence values are not the same across subjects. As described above in Materials and Methods, Visualizing individual subject results as a network graph, we used the eigenvector centrality measure for bipartite graphs to find those EEG and speech features that are the most informative about an individual's attentional focus. We find that the most central features differ between individuals, as shown in [Figure 5](#F5){ref-type="fig"}. This suggests that for applications such as BCIs that aim to decode attention from EEG, individual-specific customization of features might be necessary to obtain optimal decoding performance.

![Graph representation of speech-EEG coherence in the attended and ignored conditions for all individual subjects. Rows represent different individuals. Squares denote speech features (i.e., the envelopes from the ten speech bands; shown in the order of increasing center frequency). Each circle denotes an EEG feature (i.e., a particular EEG band from a particular scalp location). An edge between a speech and EEG feature indicates that the coherence between them meets a threshold of 3 SDs from the mean. Only EEG features with one or more edges that survive the thresholding procedure are shown. Attended graphs exhibit greater number of edges compared to ignored graphs for all but two subjects (see bottom two rows). Additionally, the graph structure is variable across subjects. The top two EEG and speech features that are most informative (as obtained using eigenvector centrality) about an individual's attentional focus also vary across subjects (rightmost column).](enu9991930910005){#F5}

[Figure 6](#F6){ref-type="fig"} shows individual differences in the overall magnitude of attentional enhancement of speech-EEG coherences, separately for the delta, theta, and low-gamma EEG bands (i.e., the bands showing significant attention effects in [Fig. 3*A*)](#F3){ref-type="fig"}. Here, each individual's "attentional boost" was computed as their percentage change in squared coherence going from the ignored condition to the attended, averaged across the 32 EEG channels, all speech bands, and the different speech stories. This attentional boost metric represents the percentage change in the proportion of EEG signal energy that is correlated with a speech signal, when the speech is attended to versus ignored. The distribution of the attentional boost across individuals is skewed above zero in all three EEG bands, consistent with positive attentional boost in the neural coding of target speech. Furthermore, there is considerable variation across subjects almost uniformly over the range of boosts. Finally, where a particular individual falls relative to the overall distribution is somewhat consistent across the three EEG bands (the rank correlation between the attentional boosts in the delta and theta bands is 0.78, and between the boosts in the delta and low-gamma bands is 0.38).

![Individual differences in the overall magnitude of attentional enhancement of speech-EEG coherences in different EEG bands. Each individual's attentional boost in coherence is shown (with an individual-specific marker symbol and color) for the delta, theta, and low-gamma EEG bands (i.e., the bands showing significant attention effects in [Fig. 3*A*)](#F3){ref-type="fig"}. The mean and SE across individuals are also indicated in black. Note that the *y*-axis ranges differ between the three panels of the figure. The attentional boost was computed as the percentage change in squared coherence going from the ignored condition to the attended, averaged across EEG channels, speech bands, and the different speech stories. The distribution of the attentional boost across individuals is skewed above zero in all three EEG bands, consistent with positive attentional boost in the neural coding of target speech. Furthermore, there is considerable variation across subjects almost uniformly over the range of boosts.](enu9991930910006){#F6}

Although [Figure 5](#F5){ref-type="fig"} is visualized for a particular coherence threshold, the observation that there are many more edges in the attended condition than in the ignored condition did not depend strongly on the choice of threshold. To illustrate this, we quantified the percentage of edges (i.e., coherences that meet a given threshold) for the attended and ignored conditions, for three different threshold values. The results are shown in [Figure 7](#F7){ref-type="fig"}. For all three thresholds shown, the number of edges in the attended condition is significantly greater than the number of edges in the ignored condition, which confirms the generality of this result. The *p* values for this statistical comparison were obtained using a permutation test as described in Materials and Methods, Statistical analysis. While [Figure 3](#F3){ref-type="fig"} showed that specific speech-EEG associations are strengthened by attention, the present result suggests that a greater number of distinct speech-EEG associations are induced by attention.

![Percentage of edges (i.e., coherences meeting threshold) in attended (ATT) and ignored (IGN) speech-EEG bipartite graphs, at different coherence thresholds. The across-subject distribution of the percentage of graph edges is shown as a violin plot, separately for the attended and ignored conditions, and for three different coherence thresholds. In addition, the median (white dot), 50% confidence limits (thick black box), and 95% confidence limits (black whiskers) of each distribution are shown. Across all three threshold values, the number of edges is significantly larger for the attended condition (based on a permutation test; *p* values are shown). While [Figure 3](#F3){ref-type="fig"} showed that specific speech-EEG associations are strengthened by attention, the present result suggests that a greater number of distinct speech-EEG associations are induced by attention.](enu9991930910007){#F7}
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==========

We systematically studied the attention-dependent relationships between input speech envelopes in different frequency bands and the neural response in different EEG channels and frequency bands. Importantly, we investigated selective attention effects in all canonical ([@B4]) EEG frequency bands simultaneously. In doing so, we found that low-frequency delta-band and theta-band EEG showed the strongest attention effects (i.e., the greatest speech-EEG coherence increases for the attended condition compared to the ignored). This result is consistent with the preferential phase locking to attended rather than ignored speech in the delta and theta bands reported in previous EEG/MEG studies ([@B10]; [@B47]). Using stationary masking noise, [@B11] found that the delta band was the most robust in carrying target information at poorer SNRs (--3 dB and lower), whereas both delta and theta bands were equally robust in conveying target information at higher SNRs. These findings are consistent with our present results from using a speech masker at 0-dB SNR. One possible factor contributing to the strong delta-band and theta-band attention effects is that the power in the acoustic envelope of natural speech is maximal below 8 Hz (corresponding to the prosodic and syllabic rates; [@B12]). Moreover, in the presence of background noise, the SNR in the envelope domain at the auditory-nerve level is strongest for slow modulation frequencies ([@B51]). Thus, the strength of the delta- and theta-band effects may be a reflection of the neural computations that take advantage of the high power and SNR in speech at slow envelope frequencies. Yet another possible factor could be that attention mechanisms might be geared toward boosting the representation of those temporal modulations that are the most important for speech intelligibility; previous studies suggest that modulations below 8 Hz are perhaps the most important ([@B16]; [@B17]).

A novel finding of the present study is that the power fluctuations (i.e., envelope) of the low-gamma band of the EEG show significantly higher coherence with the attended speech stream versus the ignored. In contrast to cortical theta-band activity, activity in the gamma band has relatively small amplitude ([@B50]). This may explain why previous EEG studies have not reported attention effects in the gamma band. Despite the relatively low amplitude and the conservative statistical thresholding that we adopted (i.e., using Bonferroni corrections across EEG bands), we found the low-gamma envelope to fluctuate coherently with the attended speech. This finding supports the view that gamma activity plays an important role in the underlying physiologic computations that support selective listening ([@B59]; [@B52]; [@B63]), and demonstrates that non-invasive EEG can be used to measure these effects.

While gamma-band responses have been investigated using EEG/MEG when processing speech streams in isolation, i.e., without competition ([@B32]), prior non-invasive studies of selective attention focused on the low-frequency portions of the brain signal, which overlap with traditional evoked responses ([@B42]; [@B10]; [@B47]). gamma-Band power has previously been shown to fluctuate coherently with the envelope of an attended speech stream in selective attention tasks, but only from invasive (ECoG) recordings ([@B43]; [@B28]). The current results replicate this finding using EEG. However, one discrepancy in the gamma-band findings between the ECoG studies and the present EEG-based study is that the ECoG studies found the high-gamma, rather than the low-gamma band to be important, while we observed no significant effects at high-gamma. This may be explained by the fact that ECoG measurements are more spatially specific, reflecting local neural activity rather than the broadly distributed activity measured using EEG. For instance, the observed correlation of high-gamma in the spatially summed EEG signal with attended speech could be weak even if high-gamma activity within different brain areas are each significantly correlated with the speech, but at different phases. In general, the SNR of high-gamma signals measured from ECoG is likely greater than from EEG. The fact that we observed no significant attention-dependent change in the coherences between the high-gamma envelopes and speech signal envelopes is thus most likely due to limitations of scalp recordings.

One other study that examined the effect of attention on gamma-band EEG responses suggested that the attentional enhancement of gamma rhythms was specific to multisensory stimuli (audiovisual), and was not seen for stimuli presented solely to the auditory system ([@B53]); however, this study used simple tonal stimuli. Computational models ([@B3]), *in vitro* studies ([@B40]), *in vivo* electrophysiology ([@B21]), and modern studies using optogenetics ([@B6]) show that gamma-band synchrony over a network of neurons can mediate sensory binding of different components that make up a perceptual object ([@B59]), which facilitates attentional selection and routing. Because the behavioral task in the current study involves both segregation (the grouping of input speech features into two separate coherent perceptual streams), and selection (the preferential, detailed processing of one of the two streams), the observed gamma-band effects could be related to either or both of those processes. Further studies are needed to understand the precise mechanisms involved in the generation of gamma-band activity, and how it shapes the network computations associated with segregation and selection ([@B55]).

Despite the relatively high amplitude of the signals in the alpha and beta bands (e.g., compared to the gamma band), these mid-frequency bands did not show any attention effects. This is despite the fact that both the phase and envelope fluctuations of these bands were considered. At first glance, this result appears to be at odds with the findings of Obleser and colleagues ([@B46]; [@B66]). However, the synchronous alpha variations in those studies were not of the overall alpha power, but rather the lateralization (i.e., left-right hemispherical asymmetry) of the alpha. Moreover, in [@B66], both the attended and ignored sound streams had the same temporal structure. This is in contrast to the present study, where the natural differences in the temporal envelope structure of distinct speech streams forms the basis of the analysis. Here, we did not examine any hemifield or hemisphere-specific aspects of attention on the EEG response. Instead, the goal was to examine the overall band-specific effects of attention on EEG responses. Analyses that focus on hemispheric lateralization of rhythms during spatial selective attention may indeed reveal alpha-band effects. Further, even for speech presented in isolation, cortical processing of linguistic sounds exhibits hemispheric asymmetry with a preferential left lateralization ([@B44]). Future work should be undertaken to investigate hemifield-specific effects of attention on EEG, and how these effects interact with asymmetric aspects of cortical processing such as the left-lateralization of phonetic and linguistic processing.

On examining the scalp topography of the speech-EEG coherence, we found that the largest differences in coherence between the attended and ignored conditions occur in temporal-parietal channels, rather than EEG channels that are sensitive to early auditory responses. For example, the N100 EEG response, which is thought to originate from the primary auditory cortex, projects to Cz and Fz channels on the scalp. These channels show a weaker attention effect than the temporal-parietal channels, suggesting that early sensory responses are less modulated by attention than are later processing regions. This is consistent with the observation that attention effects can be localized to later "components" (200--220 ms) of the EEG response by methods such as spread-spectrum analysis, which allow for the temporal signature of the attention effect to be extracted ([@B49]). These results suggest that higher-order processing areas selectively process attended speech.

In the present study, we also find individual differences in the overall magnitude of attentional enhancement of speech-EEG coherences, although all individuals scored \>90% in the quiz. This finding is consistent with results from [@B9], which used a selective attention task with complex-tone stimuli to show that there are large individual differences in the neural attentional boost, even when performance is at ceiling for all individuals. This study further found that as the behavioral demands became more adverse, the neural attentional boost from the easier condition was predictive of behavioral performance in the harder condition. Taken together with our results, this suggests that EEG measurements from an easier speech-based selective attention task may be used to quantify the top-down attentional contribution to individual differences in speech intelligibility in adverse listening conditions.

Finally, we visualized the coherences across all pairs of speech-EEG features as a bipartite graph, separately for each individual and for each attention condition. We found individual differences in the structures of attended and ignored graphs (i.e., which speech-EEG relationships were the strongest varied across individuals), and also in the set of EEG and speech features that are most informative about attentional focus in the entire network structure. Such an individual-specific set of just the most informative features can be used for individualized attention-decoding applications that require a compact feature set, such as attention-guided hearing aids ([@B20]; [@B22]; [@B48]; [@B62]) and other BCIs. These features are likely to be more optimal for attention decoding than what may be extracted from more conventional analyses; however, the utility of this approach should be directly tested in future studies. One explanation for the individual differences reported here could be anatomic variations across people, which could lead to EEG measurements being differently sensitive across people to different sources. Another possibility is that every individual's listening strategy might be different. For example, while some individuals may give more weight to spatial cues to perform the task, others may rely more on voice-based cues such as speaker pitch. Finally, there could also be individual differences in the efficacy of attentional modulation of different brain sources ([@B9]). To elucidate the precise reasons for the individual differences, future studies might consider using high-density recordings and source localization techniques.
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Synthesis

In this manuscript, the authors describe their analysis of the neural correlates of attention during attention to one of two competing speech streams. The experiment appears to be well-designed and performed and the authors seem to understand. While there are not many novel findings, the results also confirm previous findings. It appears however that more detailed results might have been obtained from these data, and the description of the methods and presentation of the results are lacking. An improved version of the manuscript might be considered to sufficiently advance the field.

Title: it sounds too simplified. Neural representation, but it would be better if it could be more specific. Readers cannot guess from the title, e.g. if this is an fMRI study or an EEG spectral analysis.

Abstract: Instead of "coherence between each canonical EEG frequency band" it should say "the coherence between amplitude and phase of canonical frequency bands", if I understood the methods correctly.

The expression "more features of the attended speech were represented more broadly" is unfortunate; firstly because the double use of "more" is confusing, secondly because "more broadly" is too vague.

Introduction

Line 102: Shouldn\'t it say "relationship between amplitude and phase of canonical EEG bands"?

Methods

Each story was heard as attended and ignored in different blocks. I was wondering if authors have checked if there was not any interference stemming from this design. For example, when the previously attended speech was presented as a to-be-ignored speech, if participants were having difficulty in ignoring it. Also in the opposite case where an ignored speech was presented as a to-be-attended speech, if participants somehow noticed it and if their attention was shifted. Both talks were normal (without noise-vocoded), so it would be possible that some words can be perceived and remembered even if it was instructed to be ignored. Line 155: It would be nice to have the mean and standard deviation for the number of epochs here.

Related to the point above, was distance of the presentation of the same talks adjusted (as attended and ignored), e.g. were the talks are at least one block separated?

How were the to-be-attended talks instructed? Was there a visual cue on the screen indicating a speech by female or male (by text or color etc.)?

How eye movement was instructed? Eyes closed or blinking naturally? If so, was there a fixation cross on the screen throughout the auditory attention?

Line 192ff: This is quite confusing. Why is "EEG itself" equated with the phase? Also, why say "envelope" and not "amplitude envelope"? (as this is what is meant, unless I misunderstood something) Finally, the mixing up of the terms "EEG bands" and "features" might cause some confusion with the readers.

Line 218ff: Over what frequencies did averaging take place? How many center frequencies were there in each frequency band? How were amplitude envelopes computed? This needs to be explained in more detail and clearer.

Line 236: What are, in brief, these criteria?

Line 248: The construction of graphs needs to be explained, however, see also my reservations about this analysis in general in the results section.

How would centrality measures be computed in a bipartite graph? These usually are applied to spatial graphs.

9\. Page 11: Authors should mention the names of the open-source software (It sounds like MNE) in section 3.7 Software accessibility.

Results:

In general, the results presented in the manuscript are rather simplistic, given the complexity and richness of the data which decreases the novelty value of the findings and warrants their validity since not sufficient control data is shown. Figures 3-7 could be remade to convey more information and show additional data to convince the reader of the relevance of the findings.

Figure 3 now shows difference ("attended - ignored") in coherence for each of the analysed EEG bands, but averaged across speech bands and EEG channels. This figure should also show the coherence between each EEG-band and with each speech-band in a second panel. Adding these data would yield information if different speech bands are correlated differentially with EEG data.

Also, why are only the average over all neuronal and all speech bands shown in Figure 4 and not the band specific correlations? One would assume that there are interesting results specific to certain speech bands and/or EEG bands as suggested by Figure 3. Figure 4 should show differential maps for each EEG band presented in Figure 3.

Authors also explain bilateral temporo-parietal regions for the difference between attended vs ignored speech, however, there is some hemispheric asymmetry that cannot simply described as "bilateral temporo-parietal regions". Left side in the topo map looks more auditory-temporal located. Can a source analysis be done for to clarify which regions show more coherence with speech envelopes when attended?

Similarly, figure 5 should show coherence values separately for each frequency band not an average over bands as each narrow-band speech envelope conveys specific features in speech as interpreted as formant representations.

Figure 6 displays an unusual use of graph methodology and unusual visualization (usually graph analysis in neuroimaging is applied to spatial graphs). It is a unclear what is supposed to be the benefit of displaying the figure as is. These graphs only give a qualitative impression of the numbers of nodes and edges, but not a quantitative representation of their presence which should be the case. There is also no information in this figure about which bands and which electrodes have significant correlations. As of now, the information conveyed here is: "there are more edges in attended than ignored condition/stream".

Alpha power modulation has been association with the attention effect in previous studies. Was attentional modulation of alpha power tested in the current study and can this effect be replicate, i.e. was the attentional allocation in the current study successful? Coherence values should be dependent by oscillatory power if they are not fully driven by the speech envelope.

Line 269: Shouldn\'t it be "stream" instead of "condition"?

Line 313: Please explain what a "formant" is, for those not familiar with the term.

Line 331: Again, problematic use of "more" twice in one sentence and of the vague term "more broadly".

Figures

Figures should be in color not black and white.

Figure 7 should be a violin plots or similar showing also confidence limits.
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